Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection

Utah State University Special Collections &
Archives

12-1-2022

Interview with Kevin Peterson
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid

Recommended Citation
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives, "Interview with Kevin Peterson" (2022). Utah State
University COVID-19 Oral History Collection. 72.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid/72

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by
the Utah State University Special Collections & Archives
at DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@USU. For more information, please
contact digitalcommons@usu.edu.

USU COVID-19 2022 Oral History
TRANSCRIPTION COVER SHEET
Interviewee(s):

Kevin Peterson

Place of interview:
Date of interview:

Zoom meeting
May 27, 2022

Interviewer(s):
Recordist:
Photographer:

Todd Welch
Todd Welch

Recording equipment: Zoom Conferencing Software
Transcription equipment: NCH Express Scribe Transcription Software with Power Player foot pedal.
Transcribed by/date: Pioneer Transcription Services/Peggy Logic/14 June 2022
Transcript proofed by/date: Kevin Peterson/10 October 2022
Brief description of interview: Kevin Peterson, Executive Director for Sponsored Programs within the
Office of Research at Utah State University discusses financial issues brought about as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
References:

TW:
KP:

Todd Welch
Kevin Peterson

NOTE: Interjections during pauses, transitions in dialogue (such as “umm”), and false starts and stops in
conversations are not included in transcribed. All additions to transcript noted with brackets.
TRANSCRIPTION

[0:02]
TW:

Today is Friday, May 27, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Kevin Peterson, Executive Director
for Sponsored Programs within the Office of Research at Utah State University. This is another
oral history for the Covid Collection Project.
Good morning, Mr. Peterson.

KP:

Hi, Todd. Thanks for having me.

TW:

So, Kevin, let’s start by asking when you started your career at Utah State University and the
various positions you’ve held during your USU career?

KP:

Yeah. So I have been at Utah State for almost 10 years and I started August 1, 2012, and I’ve
been in this position, the Executive Director of Sponsored Programs, the whole time.

TW:

All right. And so if we were to turn the clock back to, let’s say, Fall of 2019, early of 2020—
what exactly were some of the initiatives, the strategies—maybe some of what the work plans for
you and your staff looked like prior to the outbreak of Covid hitting Utah State University?
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KP:

Yeah, so my office is responsible for the submission of proposals to external funders. Those
external funders could be a federal agency, a state agency, a private entity, but we review and
submit proposals for funding. The funding is typically research related or it could be related to
instruction and training or some type of public service or other sponsored activity. We review
those proposals and then when those proposals are awarded, we negotiate the terms of the award,
if needed. And then assist with the non-financial management of those awards.

[2:00]
So, that’s kind of been the mission of my office from the get-go which is to streamline our
processes so that faculty have the best chance of submitting the best proposal they can so that that
proposal has the best chance of being funded. And then we assist with the financial—excuse me,
non-financial—management of the awards. We’re dealing with compliance issues related to
meeting with the sponsor expects as recipients of that funding.
So our mission is to assist faculty in the submission and management of sponsored awards and as
part of that, we’re kind of like the hub of a wheel where there’s a lot of compliance components
attached to sponsored funding, whether it’s submitting a report of, you know, if human subjects
are involved in the project that the Institutional Review Board has granted their approval—or
animals or EH&S [Environmental Health & Safety], things like that. So we kind of serve as the
hub and then we work with a number of compliance offices to support faculty to be successful in
meeting the compliance requirements of that award. And so that mission is what we’ve always
done and it’s something we were really focusing on, pre-Covid.
TW:

So, speaking of Covid, news in late 2019 of a virus that originated in China and soon spread to
other countries around the world arrived in the United States early, or maybe mid-January of
2020—what do you remember about the early discussions at Utah State University and the
possible impact it might have on the Office of Sponsored Programs and all of those stakeholders
that you just spoke of?

KP:

Yeah, so I think initially we weren’t quite sure what the impact would be. We developed some
contingency plans as we saw it sort of start to unroll. But I don’t think, at that time, we fully
understood the extent of it.

[4:00]
So I kind of need to got back a little bit. I remember in February of 2020 I was at a conference in
Washington, D.C. Utah State belongs to the Council of Government Relations (COGR) group,
and so I was attending that conference. And that was right before Covid started to pick up steam
here in the United States and I remember it was a topic of discussion at the conference and I
remember, you know, being in my hotel room after the conference was over and seeing things on
CNN about, you know, how there were more and more cases here in the United States and I just
remember coming back from that conference just—I mean I was glad, I was, like, I feel like I’m
okay. I didn’t get it, right? They kind of made it sound like everyone was going to get it at that
time.
It did get me thinking about how would we proceed, you know, if the whole office got sick and
couldn’t do the work that we’re needed to because the thing with Sponsored Programs is, we’re
responsible to submit grant proposals prior to sponsored deadlines, right, and we can’t miss those
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deadlines or the proposal doesn’t have an opportunity to be reviewed. So we really can’t be in a
situation where everyone in the office is out and unable to work. So I met with my associate
directors, I met with the Vice-President For Research, Lisa Berreau, and we just kind of discussed
what can we do to, you know, potentially deal with some individuals in the office being sick.
At that time, we explored the idea of maybe having some employees go to a remote work
environment and what that would look like. We developed expectations for potentially going
there. And so that’s kind of how we proceeded is, we kind of just did what we felt was some due
diligence to kind of prepare for a scenario where, for Sponsored Programs, Covid hits really hard
and it’s affecting Sponsored Programs’ staff and they’re unable to do their work.
[6:00]
So, what we ultimately decided as things started to progress is, I think in March, kind of around
St. Patrick’s Day that week, we got news that Covid was starting to spread more and the
terminology that was being used a lot in that time was flatten the curve, right, like, let’s do what
we can do to flatten the curve. So, we decided in March to send all Sponsored Programs’ staff to
work from home in a remote environment because we thought, you know, if Covid is really
contagious, we don’t want that spreading in the office. So if we’re all going home, the chances of
us all getting it at the same time is unlikely and so that would allow us to continue to do the work.
So, luckily, we had kind of developed our contingency plans prior to that point, but that—I think
around St. Patrick’s Day that week—we decided, hey, we’re going to go home and work
remotely. So what did that mean? We had to make sure that everyone filled out their equipment
off campus—equipment release, right—so that they had everything that they needed to be
successful in doing their work at home.
Now, fortunately for us, four years prior, we had moved to an electronic research administrative
system for most of our grad submissions and our grad management. So going to a remote
environment was actually fairly smooth for us and we didn’t really have a lot of hiccups. So, you
know, ensuring that staff had the resources that they needed by checking out all the equipment
they needed from the office, that they had a proper set-up at home to do the work, allowed us to
have a pretty seamless transition.
Now, one of the issues we did have was internet, right? Most people had—I mean, everyone had
internet at home, but the connections sometimes were a little slower than what we needed to
conduct Zoom meetings and things like that. So we implemented a communication allowance for
full staff during that Covid period, the time they were at home, to upgrade, you know, anything
they needed so that they could be successful in doing their work without any hiccups.
[8:07]
Really, just kind of that week in March where things picked up and we’re, like, we’re going to go
remote. And I think we were one of the first units on campus to go fully remote.
TW:

And so, I’m sure you started to have meetings on a regular basis using Webex. You were talking
about connectivity and giving allowances to—communication allowances—to your staff, I’m
curious about what was the reaction of the PIs—principal investigators—who had already
received external funding to do their research, their public service or public training, and what
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Covid had done to impact some of those endeavors and what did they do or how did they
communicate with your office?
KP:

Yeah. So Covid definitely had an impact, right, I mean large swaths of the university were not
working on campus—now, one thing that played to our favor is I don’t think there were any labs
on campus that were officially shut down. People could choose not to go into a lab, but most
sponsored work that needed to be done in a lab continued to be done. So even though there were
some difficulties that had to be worked out, such as managing who could be in the lab at a certain
time to ensure that there was proper spacing between individuals and masking and things of that
nature—those occurred so that the work could go forward.
Now, what we experienced the most in sponsored projects was we got a lot of questions, right? I
have this award. I’m not going to be able—I may be able to get into my lab, but I’m losing a
number of students who were doing the work and I’m not going to be able to replace them so I’m
not going to be able to complete my scope of work. What does that mean for me?

[10:06]
Or sometimes there were a few situations where people were, like, look, I can’t get into my lab or
I don’t feel comfortable going to a lab, I’m working from home. I’m not necessarily working on
my project, per se, can I still get paid from my grant? So, one of the roles that my office played
from the get-go—get-go meaning—I shouldn’t say the get-go—but from the time Covid kind of
became more and more of a concern here on campus—was disseminating information from
sponsors to faculty relative to their sponsored awards as well as the submission of their proposals
because there was a lot of concern of, hey, I have this proposal that I’ve been working on but I
don’t think I’m going to be able to finish it up because of these delays that Covid is kind of
creating here on campus—am I just out of luck or what not.
The Office of Management and Bureau released a number of memorandums between 2020 and
2021 which allowed federal agencies, or federal sponsors, to offer flexibility on a number of
proposal submission and award management issues. So our job was to sift through those OMB
memorandums. I think there was OMB M2011 [phonetic 11:27] which was the first one. And
there was OMB M2017 which I think was released around March 19th. OMB M2011 was around
March 9th. Then OMB M2020—that came around later. And they all discussed flexibilities that
were offered, right.
Some of these flexibilities dealt with late applications—whether a federal agency would accept an
application that was submitted after the deadline. So our job was to notify faculty of those
situations where sponsors would or would not accept a late application.
[12:05]
Most sponsors we found would—so for example, NIH—the National Institute of Health—
initially indicated that they would consider whether to accept late applications on a case-by-case
basis but then like a week or two later, they said that they would accept all grant applications
submitted through a certain timeframe so our job was to pass that information onto faculty.
Some of the questions we got was—and I kind of referred to this a little bit earlier—but the
allowability of salaries and other project activities—so the Office of Management and Budget
would say, agencies are permitted to allow the charge of salaries and benefits to an active award
USU COVID-19 2022: KEVIN PETERSON
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provided that the recipient, which would be us, Utah State, has a policy in place for paying
salaries under extraordinary conditions applicable to all funding sources.
So for that flexibility, it was adopted by most federal agencies. Not all of them, but most of them.
What we had to do is we had to work with HR and general counsel to ensure that Utah State had a
policy that would allow that.
So, I mean, other issues were, you know, program costs, you know—the inability to travel, for
example. Or go to a scheduled conference that had been budgeted and was approved by the
sponsor, you know. If a faculty member had already booked travel, how would he/she/they deal
with that, right? So non-refundable travel charges and no-cost extensions was a big topic.
So, a no-cost extension is when the project is about to end but the principal investigator needs
additional time to complete the work. Most sponsors typically will allow for a no-cost extension
but as you can imagine, since the ability to work—to perform a sponsored project, generally
speaking, would slow down because of Covid—we received a lot of requests for no-cost
extensions. I mean, inundated with no-cost extension requests. And understandably so.
14:11]
So that was something that we worked with and OMB granted the flexibility to most federal
agencies encouraging them to allow a—I was going to say a free, but that’s not the right word—
but an automatic, no-cost extension for 12 months. And most agencies kind of had things like that
already in place but the OMB memorandums encouraged them to offer that flexibility and most
did. So, most faculty—we were able to procure—or get more time for faculty to complete their
work, you know.
And then obviously there were delays on the reports that were due to sponsors so whether that’s
the progress report, the financial report, a technical report—anything that was needed or required
by the sponsor, you know, there were delays typically in submitting those and most sponsors
granted flexibility there.
And then also re-budgeting. One of the topics that came up kind of a few months after we left the
office was the donation of PPE, right, so equipment that apparently was scarce in hospitals that
maybe we had here in labs—could we donate that to the hospital to help and, if so, could we
recoup those costs through a grant, right. So the OMB memos kind of addressed all these topics.
Our main job in Sponsored Programs was to keep the campus informed. So what we did is, we
had these memos accessible on a website.
[15:47]
We also listed sponsor notices we received addressing how they would—whether they would
comply with these flexibilities or not and then we also had a matrix that COGR [Council of
Government Relations] had provided that provided a nice summary of the various flexibilities
allowed by the OMB memo and how most federal sponsors—and we had them listed by name—
whether they were adopting that flexibility or whether they were adopting it with a variance or
whether they weren’t adopting it. So that way, a faculty member—if he, she or they have an
award from the National Science Foundation—could go to that website, see all the notices from
NSF related to Covid and then also see NSF adopted the flexibilities offered by OMB.

USU COVID-19 2022: KEVIN PETERSON

5

So those kind of are—our main role was to just disseminate information to faculty to help them
be successful in conducting their sponsored research during this Covid era, even with and dealing
with the delays. How to best deal with the delays so that they eventually could do their work.
And, really, I think it went a lot smoother than we anticipated.
We found most federal agencies were super flexible with anything—with delays caused by
Covid. We also found that most of our faculty were able to keep on doing what they were doing
and that, even though they may have experienced a delay, it wasn’t necessarily so significant that
it impeded their work.
So that’s kind of what we did there but in terms of workload, going to your question about
workload, FY20 was a record year for campus and, I mean, Covid—we’re still in Covid, but
FY21 was a record year. And FY22, which we’re in now, is a record year as well. So, for
example, in FY19, kind of before Covid, campus received $105.6 million in sponsored awards, in
FY19. And about 51 percent or about $54 million came from federal sources.
[18:08]
In FY20, we received $115.2 million with about half of that funding, $57.4 million, coming from
federal sources, right, so there was an increase—a significant increase—of about $10 million-ish
between FY19 and FY20. And then in FY21, which was where we experienced most of the Covid
impact, we received $124.5 million in sponsored funding with 52 percent of the funding, or about
$65.3 million—actually I may have that number wrong—but 52 percent of the funding came
from federal sources.
So from FY19 where we were $105.6 million—I may have said that was a record year. That
wasn’t a record year. We had a record year prior to that. But FY20 was a record year and then
FY21 was a record year for sure.
But, anyway, going back to my point—in FY19, pre-Covid, $105.6 million; FY21, the Covid
year, $124.5 million. So, just shy of a $20 million increase during that heavy Covid timeframe.
And then FY22, we’re almost to $150 million, right, so even though we’re still experiencing
some of the impacts of Covid now, awards from FY19—if we go to FY22—and obviously we’re
still in that year, but it’s looking like about a $40 million-plus increase in just three years, with
two of those years being heavily impacted by Covid.
In terms of proposals and grant submissions, you know, pre-Covid and FY19 we submitted
around 1,148 proposals for about $275.2 million. In FY20, where the Covid impact was first felt,
we submitted 1,258 proposals for $391.3 million. So we submitted about 110 more proposals
from FY19 to FY20.
[20:18]
And then in FY21, we submitted 1,313 proposals for $403.6 million, right, so what do these
numbers tell? Well, they say we were busy pre-Covid but once Covid hit, things increased
dramatically. And there’s a number of reasons for that. There were some funding opportunities
that the federal agencies released that were Covid-specific. You know, there were a lot of
emergency relief type grants that the faculty could get to help with Covid. I think, yeah, and so I
think that’s also why you see an increase in the amount of proposed funding as well because we
USU COVID-19 2022: KEVIN PETERSON
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submitted more proposals but we also—so, because we submitted more proposals, there was just
more funding attached to that.
But, yeah, awards and proposals increased dramatically, so FY21 was a record year for campus
for proposals and awards and FY22 looks like it’s going to be similar. Definitely a record for
awards and we’ll see where we are with proposals this school year.
TW:

So, Kevin, were the proposals in the FY21, the first full year of the pandemic, did any of those
proposals or any of those funders, put any kind of Covid protocols related to the research that had
to be part of the proposals that you in your office, and some of the offices that you work with in
compliance, had to make sure were part of the proposal and did you work with the PIs in putting
those together? Did the university put together a suite of or a library of the responses to how USU
would handle and manage research and service and training in the era of Covid?

[22:12]
KP:

Yeah, you know, yes and no. So, in terms of protocols, I think we just kind of went with—what
we encouraged were for faculty to follow USU guidelines that HR and general counsel release—I
believe the Office of Research—specifically the vice-president for research—released some
memorandums about how to proceed. So we did develop some FAQs that were accessible to
faculty that kind of provided some guidance about how to comply with a sponsored project in the
era of Covid.
But in terms of anything official, that was mainly coming from HR. Our job was just more or less
to inform and to give faculty the knowledge that they needed in order to comply. So in terms of
proposals, I don’t think we necessarily saw a lot of—I don’t think we saw a lot of language and
proposals going in saying that, you know, we’re going to social distance, we’re going to wear
face masks, we’re going to encourage vaccination and things like that. I think what we just saw
was just an indication of I can continue to do the work and this is how I plan to do it with maybe
some of the protocols that the university has in place for me.
But since the university, to my knowledge, didn’t shut down any labs. I think for most faculty it
was business as usual in terms of developing their proposals and then if those proposals were
awarded conducting them as they anticipated, generally speaking.

[24:05]
TW:

So was there any specific issues with lab research, field research, travel restrictions and protocols
that sometime in the last two years of the pandemic that your office had to work with Sponsored
Programs—you are Sponsored Programs—with the PIs or with the funders to address a middle of
a particular award?

KP:

Yeah, so sometimes, you know, if we look at a sponsored guidance or a certain flexibility that
was allowed whether it was how to deal with travel that had already been booked or maybe
once—so travel had already been booked but obviously the travel wouldn’t occur because the
conference was canceled. Or, more recently, I anticipate going to this conference, what are the
sponsors—what will the sponsor allow? Have they placed any restrictions because of Covid?
So I guess what I’m saying is, more or less it’s kind of a case-by-case basis where a certain issue
would arise—I was trying to use travel as an example, but that didn’t come out too clearly—but,
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you know, if there was an issue whether it was a question about non-refundable travel and the
sponsor didn’t have clear guidance, then we would work directly with the program officer at the
sponsor to get guidance about how to proceed and how to deal with that.
So, I would say the answer to that question is yes, we did. But there wasn’t necessarily an overarching issue, it was just a number of issues that we just dealt with on a case-by-case basis. And
so that would involve us working with the faculty member to find out what the issue was and then
working with the sponsor to get either permission or clarification or guidance and then working
internally with sponsored-programs and accounting in the comptroller’s office, or other
compliance offices here on campus to make sure that, you know, we could proceed in a way that
wouldn’t create any issues for the faculty member or for the institution at large.
[26:16]
TW:

You’ve mentioned a little bit about the accounting which is part of your job back to the external
funders, but were there any specific requests that the university or maybe USHE [Utah System of
Higher Education] put together for the Utah universities about the impact of Covid that might
have been related directly to some of your work in Sponsored Programs as far as the impact of
Covid on research?

KP:

Not that I’ve seen but I am aware that USHE has reached out to gather some information about
the impact of Covid. The information we provided to them I believe—and I say believe because I
wasn’t the one that provided it, but I believe Dan Perry [phonetic 27:07] in my office was—was a
list of awards that we received related to Covid research.
So I think Dan went through and tried to identify awards that we had received. One, because they
were a Covid-specific opportunity, or two, they were maybe supplemental funds that were
provided by a sponsor because of Covid and passed that on to USHE, I believe.

TW:

That’s helpful. Good, good. Were you directly or was anybody in your office related to any of the
discussions or involved in any of the discussions with the Covid Task Force or any of the spinoff
committees to provide input or to think through any of the possible new protocols or initiatives,
and were there changes in any of your operations due to Covid based on some of those
discussions?

[28:15]
KP:

So to the first part, no, we weren’t directly involved with the task force. Most of the conversations
that I had were with the vice president for research who, you know, had worked with the task
force quite closely. So, you know, most of the interaction would be between me and Lisa and the
Associate Vice President for Research, Blake Tollis [phonetic 28:43], to discuss maybe concerns
that I had or that my team was facing or, you know, they would share with us information from
the task force and see how we could incorporate that here on campus.
In terms of the second part, one of the impacts, I think, is just remote work, right, that the task
force kind of—I shouldn’t say kind of—but that they worked on during Covid and, you know—I
guess I keep on saying during Covid, but I know we’re still in it, but it’s now that we’re back in
the office, I guess I should say—so one of the impacts is, prior to Covid, all Sponsored Programs
staff were, you know, working on campus. Currently we have three individuals working off
campus in a full remote scenario and then we have a few staff that eventually would like to go to
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a hybrid remote scenario, so we haven’t gotten to that part yet of approving that. We’re still kind
of working through that. But I think that’s probably the greatest impact for us as an office is this
new remote telework environment, right. And I think for us, I think it was a little eye opening
going remote quickly and then—so I said, it was like March 2020, right, when we went remote—
we were one of the first offices to go remote, but then we were one of the last offices to come
back to campus.
[30:20]
So we didn’t come back to campus until—oh, August 2021, right—so there was, like, a good 17
almost 18 months if my math is correct where we were fully remote and I think what it showed us
is that, you know, we can do this. We’re a highly electronic office. All of our systems are
electronic-based. We don’t rely on paper anymore. And so, you know, we can do the job remote
and so I think, you know, one of the take-aways is that we’re in a situation where if something
similar occurred and we were concerned about a disease spreading across campus, I think we’d,
you know, be able to re-create what we did in Covid quite smoothly and be successful.
The thing that was interesting is, we saw an influx of proposals and awards during Covid. So
work went up but staffing in Sponsored Programs did not. But the work was still done in
accordance with office timelines and, you know, usually I can tell the success of my office based
on the number of complaints I get from faculty or department heads and deans and honestly,
during Covid, I didn’t hear much. There may be one or two concerns that were addressed but it
wasn’t anything super concerning—not to minimize what was addressed to me, but it wasn’t, you
know, a proposal was missed or, you guys have been sitting on my awards for months and I can’t
do my work because of that, or there’s this compliance concern—really what I heard was,
Sponsored Programs is actually more receptive and more—maybe more responsive is the correct
word—more responsive to me as a faculty member in this remote environment.
[32:11]
And I think part of it was because, you know, Zoom. We used Zoom and Webex a little bit, more
so Zoom because I was more familiar with Zoom so that was kind of my app of choice for
conference meetings and things like that—but, yeah, it just seemed like if someone had a
question, we could just set up a quick Zoom call and, you know, meet with them face-to-face over
the computer and deal with it that way. So, I feel like one of the lasting impacts for our office has
been that.
And then, you know, a couple other things that’s just sort of the residual effect of these OMB
memos—so they’ve all expired, right, and so we’ve had to do a little cleanup on our website to
make sure that that information is just archived and it’s not necessarily accessible. You know, in
the fall, one of the issues we had was the Biden Administration issued Execute Order 14042
which required federal agencies—which are our sponsors, right—to ensure compliance with this
guidance that had been published by the Safer Federal Worker Taskforce and that included,
among other things, a Covid-19 vaccination requirement for covered employees who work on or
in connection with government contracts and subcontracts.
Now, most of our research portfolio is grant-based but we do have a number of federal contracts
that would be subject to this executive order, right, so under this executive order, all employees
working on a federal contract or grant—so this included paid employees, unpaid interns, and
USU COVID-19 2022: KEVIN PETERSON
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individuals working remotely, they had to be vaccinated or they had to have an approved medical
or religious exemption by December 8, 2021.
[34:03]
So on September 9, 2021, we learned about the executive order and then we were given three
months to comply. So what we did is we generated this process working closely with the BPR
[phonetic 34:13], human resources, research integrity and compliance, Jen Scutke [phonetic
34:17] and general counsel to find a way that we can comply. So in my office we generated a list
of federal contracts and then we kind of went through that and we kind of developed a process for
how we would inform faculty, hey, there’s this executive order. You have a federal contract. This
is what you’re required to do. And the people working on the project or in connection with you
most likely are going to be subject to it, too.
Now, we started to unroll that process. We had, like, a couple awards where we sent off an initial
e-mail to notify the PR and gather some information but then what happened in the federal
courts—I think in one of the federal districts, maybe in Georgia—a stay was put in place by one
of the federal judges related to this executive order and so, basically, it just kind of stalled out. So
we never had to follow through with that process other than those two e-mails. We still have the
process in place in case things change but, for now, it’s just one of those things where we
responded to something because of this executive order which resulted from Covid, right,
developed a process, put the work in, but then didn’t necessarily have to roll it out to campus,
which was nice, right, because—well, maybe not nice—but it just would have created more work
for everyone to be compliant. And we wanted to be compliant but it sounds like we were
complying without having to do anything at this point.
TW:

So you spoke about this a little bit around the edges but, Kevin, I’m wondering, with all the extra
written proposals and working from home and then coming back to work in the hybrid situation
for some of the staff that you have in your office, how would you gauge the mental wellness of
yourself and your staff through the two-plus years of the pandemic?

[36:16]
KP:

You know, I think we came out pretty good. I think during it we did okay. I do have a number of
staff who indicated that they missed the sociality—the in-person sociality with their colleagues
here in the office. So, you know, that first year we tried to kind of compensate for that with our
Zoom meetings. We tried to make staff meetings a little more fun. I mean, I thought they were
fun to begin with but maybe they weren’t as fun as they could have been, but we tried to, you
know, provide social opportunities during staff meetings and things like that.
And then, once everyone felt a little more comfortable and the university kind of provided some
updated guidance, we tried—we met at a park and had a little lunch, kind of social distanced, and
I think we did maybe—we didn’t do a lot of lunches, but I think we did two that I can think of off
the top of my head—where we just kind of met, social distanced, talked and just tried to maintain
that level of, you know, of—well, just kind of that professional work relationships but also kind
of on a more casual basis. But I did have a number of staff who mentioned that it was hard for
them because they didn’t—working remote—if they didn’t have anyone who they lived with, you
know, they really were kind of all alone and it was hard for them so, you know, I have two
associate directors in the office that managed the two teams—one manages the pre-award team
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and one manages the award team—and they made extra efforts to reach out to their team
members on a daily basis usually, just to make sure people were doing okay.
[38:13]
That they had the resources to succeed at work and that, you know, they had someone to talk to.
So, I mean, we made extra efforts to maintain contact through phone calls, through e-mail,
through Zoom, through staff meetings, and then as I said, a couple more, I guess, bigger—I mean,
it’s really not that big—but, like, you know, these two lunches that we kind of met with.
I feel, you know, one thing that was interesting is when we decided to go remote in March 2020, I
kind of thought it was only going to be for, like, two to three weeks and then we’d be back, right.
Obviously, 17 months later we—it took us 17 months before we came back—but, most people
didn’t want to go to a remote work environment in March 2020. They wanted to stay in the office
but, as months passed, you know, we were kind of waiting to see what the university was going to
do and I believe in July 2021, or June 2021, when there was the indication that, hey, we need
everyone back on campus, I received a lot of concerns from people in my office because they had
grown accustomed to working remote. And they liked it.
So they had grown from not wanting to do it and kind of, not afraid, but just not looking forward
to it, to really finding a way to thrive and be successful at their job in a remote environment
which led them to be, like, why do I need to come back? I’m doing a great job. And it was true.
Everyone in the office was doing a great job and the numbers spoke for themselves—increased
proposals, increased awards, same number of staff, and work was getting done and it was even
getting done at a higher level, right.
[40:06]
So, you know, there was definitely this concern and trepidation of coming back and it’s
interesting now that we’re back, I think people have kind of either grown accustomed to being
back or kind of are trying to find the best balance for them now. And that’s what I’m trying to
support is, you know, what’s going to allow someone to be the most productive and happy as well
because productive and happy employees provide better support to faculty which is what we’re
supposed to do. And also are better at their jobs which helps us with the compliance piece which
better protects the university.
So if there is one issue now, it’s in the research administration world, which is very similar to
other careers, right, remote—telework is a popular thing and it’s hard to recruit and hire new staff
when we’re not necessarily offering it fully right now. We have the potential to offer it but it’s
not something that we’re fully offering to everyone in the office right now. So that’s kind of a
small issue that I’ve kind of noticed being back is just it’s a different world now than it was, preCovid. I think pre-Covid everyone was just, like, you come to the office 8 to 5-ish, you know,
you do your job and now I think a lot of people either enjoy working from a remote environment
or recognize that they could be more productive and it kind of fit into their life really well. And
now, having to be back, I think it’s kind of created a little bit of dissidence that we’re just trying
to work through.
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TW:

So, Kevin, it’s been two-plus years. Thinking about it in its entirety, do you have some lessons
learned that you take away either professionally or personally from the pandemic and your
experiences?

[42:04]
KP:

Yeah, you know, I think one thing I learned was take things day-by-day because things were
changing so quickly in terms of what federal agencies were going to do in terms of the
flexibilities they would offer—proposal submissions and awards that were already, I guess,
projects that were already awarded. So there’s a lot of stress about how are we going to deal with
this? How are we going to support this faculty member? How are we going to deal with this
situation? And really it just came down to just recognizing if you take things day-by-day and just
kind of go through your list of things that need to be done, eventually you get to that point where
things are manageable.
I also learned the importance of working closely with other units across campus on a number of
initiatives so I think, prior to Covid, we were probably a little more “silo’d” where obviously we
interacted with a number of folks on campus but maybe we didn’t ask them for a lot of feedback
related to a certain topic. But I think during Covid, working with a number of units—HR, general
counsel, Sponsored Programs, accounting, etc.—on policies and procedures really opened my
eyes to, you know, we’re all on Team USU, and we’re stronger when we work together because
what I think may be a good procedure or policy may not—someone in another office may kind of
view it differently and even though that policy and procedure maybe impacts my office more,
that’s not to say that, you know, other people don’t have better ideas about how to implement it,
so I feel like that’s been eye-opening.

[44:00]
And I also think, you know, the old adage of, “expect the worst but hope for the best,” as I think
of where we were two years ago, I really feel like we were thinking initially it was going to be a
temporary sort of move for us working remote, but then things started to appear to get worse and
worse and worse and then it just kind of seemed like, how are we going to deal with this? But I
think expecting the worst—I think we were in a good position to support faculty in a remote
environment and continue our jobs during Covid—continue what we were expected to do.
And I think, just things we had done beforehand, which sort of just made sense, right? To go to an
electronic research administration system. To get rid of the old sneaker net [phonetic 44:52]
where people had to run across campus and get documents signed before my office could review
them—I feel like doing little things to become more electronic and more current with technology
really allowed us to be successful in a remote environment. I think that kind of gave us the hope,
like, after that first two to three weeks it was, like, you know what? We got this. We can do this.
And I think another thing I learned is just, like, we’re all in this together and, you know, in my
role I think one of my biggest goals was, how can I support my team to be successful? Successful
in a remote environment, ensuring that they have the tools that they need, but also successful
dealing with maybe the frustrations and stress that are now in their lives because they’re in a
remote environment on top of dealing with a pandemic, you know. So, I mean it sounds dumb,
but I think—I knew this before but I think it came on stronger during Covid—I think just
listening to people. Letting people talk because I typically—in my role, I don’t—I mean, I know
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my staff on a personal level but, you know, I try to ensure every interaction is professional and
appropriate so I sometimes don’t go into the personal details of my teams’ lives.
[46:19]
I mean, I know about them but it’s not like I’m hanging out with them on the weekends and
things like that. But I felt like, during Covid, because there wasn’t that social interaction in the
office—just being willing to listen and, you know, you learn about your coworkers by just being
available to listen. But I feel like just being able to listen to them as well as listen to faculty and
address issues as they came in, I think led us to be pretty successful during Covid.
So nothing really earth-shattering other than I felt like I learned that we could thrive in a remote
environment and, you know, we can respond to various challenges and, you know, deal with them
on a case-by-case, day-to-day basis, and work through them and in the end we’ll be okay.
TW:

So is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic at
Utah State University?

KP:

No, I just, you know, I appreciate the university’s response. I appreciate the leadership provided
by President Cockett and Vice President Berreau. I really appreciate the fact that Vice President
Berreau, in March 2020, before it was kind of in fashion to go to remote, said, “Yeah, you know,
that’s a good idea. You guys should go remote to help flatten the curve.” And I think the fact that
were able to get a jump start by going remote and getting set up in our remote work stations at our
homes—I think that allowed us to be well-positioned for April and May and June when things
started to get a little heavy. So I think that foresight of, yeah, let’s get you remote, see what
happens and being able to do that before things got worse, I think allowed us to be wellpositioned to be successful.

[48:22]
So I definitely felt like the university’s response, the flexibility that was afforded, allowed me and
my team to do our job and, you know, help support faculty and help the university have record
years in terms of proposals and awards. I mean, you know, I wonder if we would have been as
successful had we just stayed in the office. I don’t think we would have. I think we found a way
to be better—because we had to be—while we were working remote. But, yeah, I just appreciate
the university’s response and now being back, you know, I appreciate the flexibility that I’ve
been given to help manage my team so that, you know, if anyone is exposed to Covid we have
contingency plans in place to keep everyone safe and keep the work going.
TW:

Mr. Peterson, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences
during the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

KP:

Well, thank you, Todd. Always a—

[audio end]
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